Abstract This article analyzes the function, design, and effects of a method to assess the performance of housing associations in the Netherlands. First, the roles of performance assessment are discussed from three perspectives: the association as an agent for the central government; the association as a facilitator of local stakeholders' needs; and the association as an autonomous social entrepreneur. From each of these stereotypical perspectives, we derive the approaches to and functions of performance assessment. The resulting theoretical archetypes of performance assessment are then employed to analyze the method that was in place in 2005 in the Netherlands. The performance assessment system is also analyzed using the director, detector, and effector elements drawn from cybernetic theory. Furthermore, the Dutch performance assessment method is briefly compared with the English inspection system. This provides a better understanding of the types of performance assessment. In light of the identified perspectives on housing associations, we conclude that the Dutch method performs poorly on the director and effector element and that the English method performs relatively well on all elements. Nevertheless, in both countries adjustments in the performance assessment system can increase learning and improve the performance of housing associations.
Introduction
In the Netherlands, 2.4 million dwellings-35 percent of the total housing stock-are classified as social rental housing. The main type of social housing provider is the housing association, of which there are 455 (Centraal Fonds Volkshuisvesting 2008) . They are private non-profit organizations with a public responsibility, legally authorized as institutions operating exclusively in the interest of housing (e.g. Ouwehand and van Daalen 2002) . Since the introduction of the Besluit Beheer Sociale-huursector (decree on management of social rented sector) in 1993 and the abolition of structural subsidies for new construction and renovation in 1995, housing associations operate relatively independently as part of a system in which they are supervised on the basis of general 'fields of performance'. These are the following: accommodation of target groups; preservation of the quality of dwellings and their environment; consultation of tenants; securing financial continuity; and providing housing and care arrangements. The inspectorate of the ministry responsible for housing mainly supervises compliance with laws and regulations (Ouwehand and van Daalen 2002) . Financial supervision is delegated to the Centraal Fonds Volkshuisvesting (Central Housing Fund), a nondepartmental agency which advises the ministry. The ministry can intervene on the basis of its advice.
The housing associations have no shareholders who can force them to operate efficiently and there are only general public goals to be achieved. Accordingly, there is ongoing debate in the Netherlands on the performance of housing associations (e.g. Priemus 2003; Gruis 2005) . Questions have been raised about the effectiveness and the efficiency of the housing associations and about how housing associations can be stimulated to improve their performance. Furthermore, there is some debate on the role of the regulatory regime in assessing the performance of housing associations (e.g. Conijn 2005) . Within this debate, 'performance assessment' (visitatie in Dutch) is often mentioned as part of a possible restructuring of the regulatory framework of the housing association sector (see Brandsen and Helderman 2004; de Boer et al. 2005; Commissie Sas 2005; Conijn 2005 ).
Since 2002, performance assessments had been conducted on a voluntary basis. Raeflex, an independent foundation, has assessed housing associations at their own request. Thus, performance assessment had not been part of the public regulatory framework in the Netherlands.
However, since January 2007, performance assessment has been part of the Aedescode, a set of sector regulations, set up through Aedes, the national umbrella organization of housing associations. Housing associations will have to have themselves assessed once every 4 years by an independent, external, and authoritative organization. The members of Aedes have to be in compliance with this code. The performance assessment framework has been developed and managed by an independent foundation, Stichting Visitatie Woningcorporaties Nederland (Foundation Performance Assessment Housing Associations the Netherlands). It has accredited five companies to execute the performance assessment, of which Raeflex is one. These companies have, within the framework, a certain degree of freedom in how they assess the performance of housing associations. The housing association can choose which approach suits them best. The outcome of the performance assessment is publicly available.
Performance assessments have not been used for government supervision in the Netherlands, but in the near future they are expected to play a role in the public regulatory framework. In a letter to parliament, the Minister of Housing states that, given a positive performance assessment, the external supervision can be moderate. The Central Housing Fund will be transformed into a supervisory body, which will supervise not only the financial performance but also performance on governance, integrity, legitimacy, effectiveness, and efficiency. According to the Housing Minister, the performance assessment will be one of the sources of information used by this new supervisory body. This new body will give advice to the ministry, which can intervene when performance is not satisfactory (van der Laan 2009) .
Although performance assessment is expected to play a more prominent role within the regulatory system, there is no consensus on what the function of performance assessment is, nor on how it should be implemented. The discord was even greater at the time we started our study in 2005. Some people see performance assessment as an instrument for broad public accountability (Brandsen and Helderman 2004) , while others see it as an instrument for professionalizing internal governance (Schilder et al. 2006) . Some argue that it is an instrument organized by the sector itself (de Boer et al. 2005) , while others look upon performance assessment as an instrument of public governance (Projectgroep Wonen 2005) . The different views on the function of performance assessment coincide with the perspectives on the role of the housing association. It can be seen as an instrument for delivering government policy, as a facilitator of the needs of local stakeholders, or as an independent autonomous entrepreneur with social objectives (e.g. Toonen et al. 2003; Mullins 2006) .
In this article we aim to clarify the different functions of performance assessment, the different ways of designing the instrument, and the effects of performance assessment in relation to its functions, drawing on experiences in the Netherlands and England. First, we discuss three different perspectives on the housing associations and the associated function and design of performance assessment methods that (theoretically) fit within these perspectives. This discussion is couched in a cybernetic framework (e.g. Hood et al. 1999; Boyne et al. 2002 ) (see Fig. 1 ). Then, we typify the function and design of the performance assessment method in the Netherlands, employing the theoretical perspectives. After that we analyze the effects of the Raeflex method (of before January 2007) in relation to the various functions of performance assessment. Then we reflect upon the Dutch method by looking at the English inspection system that was in place in 2006. The article ends with some conclusions and considerations about the (re)design of performance assessment systems.
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Methodology
We used different methods for the two countries. Besides doing a literature review for both countries, for the Netherlands we conducted five extensive case studies while for England we held 18 telephone interviews. However, since the empirical part of this article is focused on the Netherlands, the aim is not to compare the countries. Instead, we use the results from the interviews in the two countries to illustrate different ways of designing performance assessment methods in relation to different perspectives on the housing association. Thus, the different methodologies are not considered a barrier to interpreting the results. These results are mainly about how the interviewees think the performance assessment system works in their own contexts.
Perspectives on housing associations
Nowadays, housing associations are often regarded as social entrepreneurs (e.g. Boelhouwer 1999; van Dijk et al. 2002; Marshall and Lovatt 2004; Gruis 2005; Pawson 2006 ). They are organizations that by preference provide housing services to people who have difficulties in obtaining those services in the market. Yet, why do these organizations provide those services? What drives the organizations? We distinguish three theoretical perspectives on the housing association as a social entrepreneur, partly based on Toonen et al. (2003) . In practice, housing associations will mostly be regarded as hybrid institutions operating from a mixture of these perspectives.
Publicly driven social entrepreneur
From a public administration perspective, the housing association can be seen as a means for implementing government policy. The housing association fulfils public tasks for which the government has a constitutional responsibility. For reasons of efficiency, legitimacy and social support, government may have transferred these tasks to housing associations (Toonen et al. 2003 ). The housing association should thus be held accountable for accomplishing the public tasks.
Seen from the angle of the social enterprise itself, Toonen et al. (2003) portray it as a private company that is commercially active in the public domain, one which is willing to undertake activities in the interest of good social services above and beyond providing basic services. Within this view we can make a further distinction between housing associations that are primarily driven by their surrounding stakeholders (stakeholder-driven social entrepreneur) and housing associations that are primarily driven by their own visions and ambitions (autonomous social entrepreneur; Haffner et al. 2005) .
Stakeholder-driven social entrepreneur
A stakeholder-driven social entrepreneur facilitates the needs of local stakeholders. The local stakeholders are more or less in control of the housing association; they set the direction. The housing association is accountable to the stakeholders. This type of housing association can be ''associated with support for community businesses and local employment initiatives'' (Mullins 2006) .
Autonomous social entrepreneur
The housing association as an autonomous social entrepreneur chooses its own mission and goals and is only accountable to itself. The housing association determines what is best for the organization and for the clients. This type of housing association can be ''associated more with an increasingly entrepreneurial orientation; a move away from a limited regulated social housing role and towards the selling of services and harnessing of assets to develop as independent social businesses'' (Mullins 2006) .
Function and design of performance assessment system
From various publications (Barnett 1994; Adil 1996; Ebrahim 2005; Hoek et al. 2005; Bovens 2007 ) we derive the following general functions of performance assessments:
• To facilitate external 'downward' supervision and control by (central) government;
• To facilitate external 'lateral' accountability towards and communication with customers and other stakeholders; • To facilitate internal self-regulation, organizational learning and improvement.
Depending on the perspective on housing associations, some functions will be more prominent than others. As a result of the different functions, the approaches to the instrument of performance assessment can also be quite different. According to cybernetic theory there are three main elements of performance assessment methods (Hood et al. 1999; Boyne et al. 2002) : director, detector and effector elements. The director element refers to the standards on which the judgments are based. The detector element is concerned with gathering information about the assessed object. The effector element is the way that housing associations' behavior is changed and performance is improved. Below, we will describe the key characteristics of performance assessment systems according to the three perspectives on housing associations, employing the distinction in director, detector and effector elements (see also Table 1 ). In practice, performance assessment systems can consist of a mixture of these characteristics, as will be shown in Sects. 4 and 5. 4.1 Performance assessment from the perspective of publicly driven social entrepreneurs
In this perspective the focus of performance assessment is on the assurance that public goals are met. The public goals are set by government (director). Control and supervision are its main functions. Government carries out performance assessment and uses the results for assessing the performance of the housing association in executing public tasks (detector). If the results are unsatisfactory, the government can intervene, for example by imposing a fine or by cutting back subsidies (effector). In this perspective there is no need for a self-assessment, because the aim of performance assessment is not to improve the housing association as an organization but solely to control the accomplishment of the public goals. Besides, the internal processes will not be the main object of performance assessment.
Performance assessment from the perspective of stakeholder-driven social entrepreneurs
In this perspective, performance assessment is mainly an instrument for accountability to stakeholders. The social role of the social entrepreneur is emphasized. Standards regarding the achievement of social goals should be set according to stakeholders' preferences (director). An independent body should carry out performance assessment, because the report should give an unbiased picture of the housing association. In this perspective the main method is consultation of the various stakeholders by the assessors (detector). Stakeholders can use the results for judging the housing association. If they are not satisfied with the results, they can put pressure on the housing association by using their voice or, if possible, look for other housing associations (effector).
Performance assessment from the perspective of autonomous social entrepreneurs
In this perspective, performance assessment can be primarily seen as a tool for learning and improving performance. External relations are not taken into account unless the housing association explicitly wants to as part of its organizational learning objectives. The housing association acts on the grounds of its intrinsic mission. The focus is on the entrepreneurial side of the social entrepreneur. Standards regarding the achievement of the mission and business goals are set by the housing association (director). Performance assessment is a voluntary instrument that the housing association can choose to implement. There is no need for a general method, because performance assessment is not used for qualifying or comparing different housing associations. In this perspective the main method is staff interviews conducted by a consultancy firm (detector).The result of the performance assessment should give a good impression of the organizational performance so that improvements can be made by the management (effector). Therefore, the housing association is likely to want a comprehensive view; the aspects to be assessed would then be internal processes as well as financial and social output.
Performance assessment in the Netherlands
In 2002 Raeflex, an independent foundation, was founded specifically for assessing housing associations. Since then Raeflex has carried out just over 40 performance assessments at the request of housing associations. The Raeflex performance assessment (until 2007) has been used as a tool for learning and as a tool for accountability to local stakeholders. Performance assessment teams consist of a minimum of two members and a secretary. The two members are part-time assessors; at least one of them is normally working in the field of social housing (Raeflex 2003) . The function of the Raeflex system is mainly learning and improving. The housing association chooses to engage in performance assessment itself and can, but is not obliged to, apply the recommendations to improve its performance. The performance assessment, which starts with a self-assessment, not only looks at the external outcome ((social) performance) but also at the internal processes (business policy and management). Secondly, the function of accountability is significant. The public performance assessment report and the interviews with the local stakeholders both contribute to this function. The associated perspectives are those of the autonomous and the stakeholder-driven social entrepreneur.
To gain insight into the practical effects of the Raeflex system, we evaluated five Raeflex performance assessments in 2006. The evaluations consisted of an analysis of the performance assessment reports, policy documents, annual reports, and interviews with persons who were involved in the assessment. From the performance assessment reports, recommendations were derived. In the policy documents and annual reports, we looked for evidence of the implementation of those recommendations in policy or practice. In the interviews, the focus was on the reasons for performance assessment and the effects of performance assessment on the housing associations' policy. The housing associations included in our case studies were selected on the basis of having had themselves assessed in the period between May 2004 and July 2005 (date of publication of the performance assessment report). On the one hand, the Raeflex method had been developed sufficiently by then to permit a good assessment of its quality. On the other hand, the selected housing associations have had enough time since their performance assessment to at least start implementing the recommendations resulting from the assessment, so the possible impact could be determined.
The housing associations that were involved in our study have multiple reasons for choosing to engage in a performance assessment. All of them wanted to learn and improve, but they also wanted to be transparent to their stakeholders or to know what their stakeholders thought of their association. These goals fit in with the perspectives of the autonomous social entrepreneur and with that of the stakeholder-driven social entrepreneur.
As can be seen in Table 2 , the majority of the recommendations were not already mentioned in the self-assessment. That could indicate that many recommendations came as a surprise. However, most respondents said that relatively few recommendations came as a surprise to them. It is hard to say if this contradiction is a result of a flawed self-assessment or a flawed performance assessment.
In most cases respondents saw the function of recommendations as one of confirmation, clarification and/or prioritization, and not as one of learning. This raises some questions about the effectiveness of the learning function of the performance assessment. If there is nothing new, what has been learned? However, if 'organizational learning' is viewed as stimulating action in response to (either new or existing) perceptions, performance assessment does seem to have learning effects.
Director element
Standards are mainly set by the performance assessment team itself on three subjects: business policy, management and (social) performance. Their judgments are based on their Performance assessment of housing associations 145 own standards of how a housing association should perform and are influenced by the documents that are available and the views of the interviewees.
Detector element
The performance assessment team detects the performance through a self-assessment, which includes filling in a questionnaire, through policy documents and a quick scan of factual data, and through interviews with the board, the management and employees of the housing associations as well as with the board and/or management of local stakeholders such as councils, tenant organizations, care institutions and neighboring housing associations. After the interviews the performance assessment team writes the performance assessment report and presents it to the housing association. Most of the interviewed external stakeholders thought the performance assessment report gave them a good impression of the housing association.
Effector element
All housing associations used recommendations from the performance assessment report as input for new policy. However, not every recommendation has been taken on board in policy documents or in practice. In some cases the reason is that the housing association does not agree with the recommendation made by the performance assessment team. In other cases no explicit reason is given. Many of the interviewed stakeholders were not satisfied with the follow-up to the performance assessment. They did not see many recommendations finding their way into (2007) daily practice. Most housing associations did not discuss the performance assessment and the resulting actions with their stakeholders after the performance assessment was finished. When we evaluate the Raeflex system in light of the three elements of performance assessment methods (director, detector and effector), we conclude that the director and effector elements are quite weak and the detector element is relatively strong. Standards are ill-defined and implicit (depending on the people in the performance assessment team and the interviewed stakeholders). There is no external driver to assure that behavior is changed and that performance will be improved. The strength of the internal driver depends on the housing association as an autonomous social entrepreneur.
Inspection in England
To reflect upon the Raeflex system we looked at the English inspection system as it was in place in 2006. Although the English context differs from the Dutch, the English system is pertinent since it is designed from the perspective of publicly driven social entrepreneurs (see Table 1 ). It is used as part of the public regulatory regime to assess the performance of housing associations, also called Registered Social Landlords (RSLs).
The Housing Corporation, a statutory non-departmental public body that was abolished in 2009, assesses the performance of RSLs through the Housing Corporation Assessments (HCA). For this the Housing Corporation uses inspection reports about RSLs that the Housing Inspectorate, part of the Audit Commission, compiles since April 2003. The Audit Commission is a non-departmental public body that is responsible for ensuring that public money is spent economically, efficiently, and effectively. A goal of inspection is to be a 'catalyst for change'. Inspections inform the public about the performance of inspected services and contribute to policy debates (Audit Commission 2007).
To gain insight mainly into the effector element of the English inspection system, telephone interviews were held with chief executives and directors of RSLs and with representatives of the Housing Corporation, the Audit Commission, and the Tenant Participation Advisory Service. The interviews were held in two rounds. The first round consisted of a series of explorative interviews with seven respondents. From these interviews we formulated some propositions that were checked by eleven respondents in the second round of interviews. Respondents could agree or disagree with the proposition and could clarify their choice.
Director element
RSLs are assessed on different aspects. These aspects are described in the key lines of enquiry (KLOE). KLOEs provide criteria for assessing and measuring the effectiveness and efficiency of housing services, which form the focus of English inspections.
Many respondents thought the KLOEs are too process oriented and too prescriptive. They would prefer a set of norms based on outcome, by which the housing association decides how to get there.
Detector element
Every year the Audit Commission sets up an inspection program. It decides which RSLs will be inspected, taking into account policy priorities, available resources, Housing Corporation Assessments, the size and stock distribution of RSLs, their risk profile, Housing Corporation supervision activity, and previous inspection ratings (Housing Corporation 2005) .
The inspection teams consist of professional inspectors, complemented with tenant inspection advisers and affiliate housing inspectors.
The first part of the inspection is the self-assessment, which consists of descriptions of the context, the performance on the KLOEs and the prospects for improvement, and of a summary of the action plan. Then the context analysis starts. The inspection team studies the submitted documents and the self-assessment and analyses the performance. After this analysis, there is a briefing of the RSL where the process, time path, and focus of inspection are discussed. Subsequently, the fieldwork begins. At the end of the fieldwork, the inspection team will give general feedback to the inspected RSL. The draft report will be presented, to which the RSL can respond. After that, the inspection team will write the final report.
Effector element
The inspection report results in two judgments: one about the quality of service and one about the prospects for improvements. The judgment about the quality of service can be zero to three stars; the one about the prospects for improvements can be poor, uncertain, promising, or excellent. If an RSL gets no stars, it will be re-inspected within 12 to 18 months. If an RSL gets zero to two stars the RSL is obliged to make an action plan that addresses all the recommendations in the report. The Housing Corporation monitors the delivery of the actions. At the end of the monitoring, if all recommendations are implemented, the Housing Corporation and the Audit Commission will confirm the formal completion of the action plan, which is the end of the inspection process. If the RSL fails to implement the recommendations of the action plan, or if performance and continuous improvement have not improved, the Housing Corporation can take supervision action.
Respondents from our interviews generally agreed that since the introduction of the inspection system there has been a positive effect on the performance of RSLs regarding the service delivery to tenants. As a result of the focus of the inspection system on service delivery, RSLs pay more attention to service delivery to tenants. Respondents argued that the effect is bigger on the worse performers than on the better performers. This seems to be a result of the intensive monitoring of the improvement activities. A cost-benefit analysis of the recommendations ensures that the effort of implementing a recommendation is in balance with the result of the implementation. The threat of sanctions from the Housing Corporation guarantees implementation of the recommendations. For better performing RSLs the preparation for inspection seems to be a key factor of the system. Respondents see the self-assessment as very valuable. By preparing for the inspection, improvements are already made before inspection has taken place.
If we evaluate the inspection system against the three elements of performance assessment methods (director, detector and effector), we conclude that all three elements are quite strong. But because of the prescriptive and detailed KLOEs, instead of norms set for outcomes to be achieved, the director element is valued as negative by our respondents.
Conclusion
In this article we have analyzed two methods for assessing the performance of housing associations: the Raeflex performance assessment in the Netherlands and the Audit Commission inspection in England. We developed a framework of three different perspectives on the tasks of the housing association and the role, design and effectiveness of systems for performance assessment. The framework was based on the assumption that ideally the design of a performance assessment system originates from the function of the system and the function originates from the perspective on the role of housing associations. Furthermore the design should contain a method to set standards (director), a method to gather information (detector), and a method to modify behavior (effector).
The Dutch Raeflex system mainly has the function of learning and improving and can be associated primarily with the perspective on housing associations as autonomous social entrepreneurs. It also emphasizes stakeholders' opinions and accountability in the performance assessment, which can be associated with the perspective of housing associations as agents of local stakeholders. The director and effector element are quite weak and the detector element is relatively strong from the perspective of the autonomous social entrepreneur.
The English inspection system emphasizes public accountability and can be associated primarily with a perspective on housing associations as agents of the government. All three elements of inspection are quite strong, but because of the detailed and prescriptive KLOEs our respondents consider the director element as negative.
From both systems lessons can be learned. Below we discuss some ideas for the (re)design of performance assessment systems, based on benefits and shortcomings of both systems.
Consistency versus flexibility of performance assessments
In the Dutch cases, we found differences in the structure and content of the performance assessment reports.
Some reports made very detailed recommendations, others did not. Some reports made a distinction between major and minor recommendations, others did not. There did not seem to be a clear standard of presenting and formulating the recommendations. If those differences match the particular needs of the housing associations, these differences may be deemed to contribute to the flexibility of the performance assessment system. However, if those differences are related to an ambiguity of standards (director element), or to the difference in gathering information by the performance assessment teams (detector element), these could be problematic. One way to deal with inconsistencies is to systematize the process, but this might affect the possibility to provide tailor-made recommendations. In England, for example, many respondents thought the KLOEs are too process oriented and too prescriptive. They would prefer a set of norms based on outcome, by which the housing association decides how to get there. Unfortunately, such norms are also absent in the Dutch system.
To combine the flexibility of the Raeflex performance assessments with the relatively consistent approach of the Audit Commission, the performance assessment teams could be composed of full-time professional assessors combined with part-time peers. The experience and systematic approach of the professional assessors would then be combined with the open minds of the part-time peers for achieving a consistent judgment while appreciating differences in context and approach. Nevertheless, in England, where the inspection process is relatively well defined, the consistency of inspections was an issue as well. The interviewees related the inconsistencies to the quality of the inspection teams. Some respondents found that the inspection teams were consistent, others found that they were not. Thus, it is unrealistic to expect that performance assessments can be made fully consistent in practice.
Embedding and follow-up of the performance assessment results
In the Dutch cases we found that after the performance assessment was finished, there was not always a clear picture of what to do with the results and how to embed them in the organizational processes (effector element). If performance assessment is seen as an instrument for accountability to stakeholders, handing out an performance assessment report to stakeholders is not enough. Part of accountability is the dialogue between the housing association and its stakeholders. Stakeholders should be able to give their opinions about the resulting report and ask for explanations of particular findings of the performance assessment team. If an objective of performance assessment is to learn and improve, the performance assessment should not only result in recommendations but also include some guarantee that the recommendations are implemented and that improvements are being made.
There are several possibilities to improve the follow-up:
• Housing associations could consider being more explicit about what they are going to do with the performance assessment results. They could, for example, refer to the performance assessment in their annual reports and in their business plans.
• In the English system the obligation to make an action plan and monitor it serves as a guarantee that the recommendations are being implemented and that improvements are being made. Another possibility is to use the performance assessment results as a kind of supervision agenda for the board.
• In between two performance assessments, housing associations could consider having a sort of midterm review. This review should be focused on the implementation of the recommendations (learning and improving) and could be a light version of the performance assessment. The real performance assessment can then act more as an instrument for accountability to stakeholders.
Added value of framework
The framework we designed to analyze two performance assessment systems of housing associations in the Netherlands and England takes into account both the three cybernetic elements of control as well as three perspectives on the housing association as a social entrepreneur. By connecting the three perspectives with the cybernetic elements, we have constructed a framework with which it will also be possible to analyze other performance assessment systems in other countries and of other types of social entrepreneurs.
